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The National Research and Education Network:
An Idea Whose Time Has Come
ABSTRACT: The National Research and ~ducation Network (NREN) is a government sponsored network to consolidate the many regional, national, and international networks that
currently exist. A unique aspect of this network is that it is planned to provide communication
facilities not only to scientists and faculty, but to the general public as well. Cooperation of
industry and the Federal government is of critical importance in this venture since the initial
financial outlay for startup will be enormous.
The NREN has been partially implemented through NSFNET. Government legislation has
been proposed, but not yet fully implemented to provide funding for this project. The federal
government has not yet provided an organized plan for the NREN, but has created objectives
for the network and has labelled this agenda the National Information Infrastructure.
Many uses exist for the NREN. Distance learning, cooperative research, life-long learning,
and easier access to information are only the beginning. As more people use the network,
additional uses will be discovered. Information Systems educators have a chance to introduce
their students to the vast amount of information available through the international system of
networks and to instruct them in the use of this technology.
Educators need to do their part to encourage legislators to support this endeavor.
Educating the public and making their voices heard will help to ensure that the future will
bring the kind of information highways needed for the 21st century.
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INTRODUCTION
The National Research and Education
Network (NREN) is the answer to the needs
of many scientists and faculty for a seamless
network, connecting researchers with
similar interests worldwide. A proliferation
of networks and the increasing need to
access information has sparked interest in
such a network. Vice-President Albert Gore
has been instrumental in introducing legislation to fund this project.
The purpose of this paper is to describe
the NREN, its origin, and aspects of its
implementation. Legislation proposed in
relation to the network will be discussed as
well as academic uses for this network by IS
educators. Finally, sources for funding and a
timetable for implementation of such a
network will be presented.
Description of the NREN
The NREN is a high-speed, digital network
which will join existing regional, national,
and international networks. It is the infrastructure for high-speed communication
nationwide (1). The NREN is part of the
National Information Infrastructure (NII) as
defined by the Clinton administration (2).
Components of the infrastructure include
the physical network, information and
software available over the network, and
any required support services.
The National Science Foundation Network

The need for information exchange
extends from the academic and research
commumties into the commercial
arena. Networks that operate on a
for-profit basis are seen as essential to the
existence of any national network. They are
the link for delivery of information to the
general public.
Proposed Uses for the NREN
The NREN will allow people in all parts of
society to use information technology to
communicate more effectively. Time and
distance will cease to be major limiting
factors in the design and implementation of
research projects. The network will provide
a way for information to be transformed
from one medium to another, possibly even
translating from one language to another.
Numerous educational applications for the
NREN exist. Many institutions will benefit
from a connection to the NREN because it
will provide access to national networks.
The Internet has been inaccessible to many
non-research institutions because of the cost
of the connection. Having such access may
improve instruction at these institutions. IS
educators should be particularly interested
in such uses of the NREN. It allows them to
introduce students to applications of the
technology they are _learning. Studying the
intricacies of the national network can
provide a very interesting discovery process

(NSFNET) is the precursor to the NREN.
The NSFNET was established in 1984 to
provide high-speed communication among
supercomputer centers (3). This network is
currently the backbone for the Internet, a
collection of over 16,000 networks in 90
countries. The networks which comprise
the Internet use the Transmission Control
Protocol/Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) communications protocol (4). TCP/IP was originally developed for use on the Advanced
Research Projects Agency Network
(ARPANET) in 1969, which was the government's first venture into national networking.
As evidence of the demand for an
advanced, high-speed network, there has
been a 20 to 25 percent monthly increase in
usage on NSFNET (1). NSFNET was
developed in the l 980's as a backbone
network to link supercomputers for research
and development. The network is now
managed by Merit, Inc. and provides commercial access to the Internet. In addition,
the Internet, which connects 1.8 million
host computers, has a 7.4% growth rate per
month (5). Access to these networks is commonplace in academic environments, and
their use is becoming increasingly important
in the business world. A seamless method
for access to worldwide networks is the
ultimate goal of the NII and NREN.
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